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RAIN BARRELS
How to build a barrel to harvest water
Chris Zdorovtsov
Horticulture Extension educator
Rain barrels can capture water off your rooftop that can be used to 
water flowers, shrubs, container gardens, and other plant life in your yard. They are free 
once installed and will collect high-quality water that will reduce your use of the faucet 
during dry periods: 
• During a one-inch rain event, approximately 0.6 gallons will fall on 1 sq. ft. of 
roof. So, for example, a 1,500 sq. ft. roof could potentially generate 900 gallons 
of water during a 1-inch rain. 
• Most barrels will hold around 50–60 gallons of water. 
• The barrels must be placed at a downspout and will likely require an overflow 
hose to divert excess water away from your building’s foundation.
• Using a screen filter system will help eliminate access to mosquitoes.
• Keep in mind that the pressure will be low from a rain barrel, but the pressure 
can be improved by elevating the barrel on some type of platform or blocks.
• Sprinklers will be ineffective with the low pressure, so plan to use a soaker hose 
or watering cans to disperse the water.
• Remember: this water is not considered potable (drinkable) and has run across a 
roof surface where animals may have perched; so, it is safest when used on non-
edible plants.
• If the water is used in vegetable gardens, it should be used as trickle irrigation 
and should not come into contact with the edible plant parts. Harvested 
produce should be thoroughly washed.
Regularly inspect your barrel during the rainy season to ensure that the screen does not 
become clogged with debris. During the winter months, empty your barrel and invert 
it so that water does not collect. The barrel can also be stored indoors. Also routinely 
inspect the barrel for water leaks around the faucet or overflow outlet. They can be sealed 
with silicone.
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SUPPLIES:
50–60 gallon drum
10” x 10”  piece of nylon 
screen
6” chimney-pipe trim collar 
(coated with rust preventer) 
or Frisbee with the center 
removed
4 small screws
½” faucet/spigot
¾” hose adapter
ACCESSORIES:
Hose for overflow
Concrete/cinder blocks/steady 
platform (for barrel to rest on)
Gutter elbow or drain hose 
(to direct downspout water to 
barrel)
Spray paint formulated to bond 
well to plastic
   
TOOLS:
Drill & bits
½” & ¾” wood (paddle) bits
Screwdriver
Jigsaw
Scissors
Sources:
University of Minnesota Extension, Rain Barrels: A Way of Collecting & Using 
Rainwater
University of Rhode Island Cooperative Extension, SAFE Use of Rain Barrel Wa-
ter in the Vegetable Garden
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 Draw a 6” circle in the center of the 
barrel. Use the wood (paddle) bit to drill 
a hole at the interior edge of the circle. 
Insert the jigsaw into the hole and cut 
out the circle.
Cut the nylon screen to fit the diameter 
of the chimney pipe collar or hollowed 
Frisbee.
Align the screen and the chimney pipe 
collar/hollowed Frisbee over the hole. 
Drill 4 screw holes through the collar, the 
screen, and the barrel. 
Insert screws into the pre-drilled holes. If standing water on the lid could be a 
problem, cut a drainage hole at the base 
of the barrel’s upper edge. If you have 
a flat surface to support the barrel, also 
consider inverting the barrel, using the 
flat base at the barrel’s top.
Use the ¾” wood (paddle) bit to drill a 
hole a few inches from the top of the 
barrel.
Screw the hose adapter into the hole. 
Attach a garden hose when complete 
to divert excess water and prevent 
overflow.
Turn the barrel upside down and use the 
1/2” wood (paddle) bit to drill a hole a 
few inches from the bottom of the barrel. 
Insert the faucet into the hole and turn 
the barrel right-side up. The rain barrel 
is now complete. The rain barrel may be 
painted using a spray paint formulated to 
bond to plastic surfaces if you choose to 
change the color. If multiple barrels are 
desired, they can be connected via the 
overflow adapter.
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